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1.  Introduction  

This guide is about employability in Psychology education and how, when and where it can fit into an 

undergraduate degree. It is intended to support those who design, deliver, manage and review Psychology 

programmes of study, heads of Psychology departments, subject leaders and teaching groups, those who 

design and teach modules, and those who provide personal and academic tutoring to Psychology 

students.  It may also be of use to subject-specialist careers advisors.  

Within the guide, you will find a general introduction to the concept of employability, leading into an 

exploration of the issues that specifically apply to Psychology education.  The concept of employability is 

then developed further to introduce the relatively new idea of psychological literacy (Cranney and Dunn, 

2011), as a possible theoretical construct to facilitate the embedding of a much wider and deeper version 

of employability into the curriculum.   

This guide builds on previously published resources to support the delivery of employability and on 

recent thinking around policy in Psychology education.  Our work has been strongly influenced by the 

report of Trapp et al. (2011) on The future of undergraduate Psychology education in the United Kingdom, and 

we have also been informed by both Pegg et al.õs (2012) generic guide Pedagogy for employability and 

Lantzõs (2011) Psychology student employability guide.  We aim here not to reproduce the excellent 

information provided in these documents, but rather to build upon them to provide evidence-based 

suggestions on how Psychology departments might go about facilitating their students in developing 

employability.  Where a key resource, like those mentioned here, is available online, we have provided 

hyperlinks, identifiable as blue text, within the guide to allow you to click on them from within the guide 

and easily navigate to the relevant webpage; further information, including the web address, is provided 

within the reference section. 

Bachelors degrees in Psychology are not job training and do not confer automatic entry into a career. 

Our students expect to go on to rewarding, interesting careers, inside or outside professional 

psychology.  They must compete for these opportunities and they expect their university education to 

equip them to do so.  Those paying for the Psychology degree, including parents, the government and 

graduates themselves, expect us to prepare our students to succeed.  Universities are judged on their 

graduates as well as their research and teaching quality.  Employers seek graduates who can contribute to 

their organisations, and society itself benefits from a skilled population of graduate workers.  It is not 

immediately obvious how we as Psychology educators should go about building these elements into our 

degree programmes, but we hope that by reading this guide you will see some of the current issues and 

ideas aired.  We are particularly grateful to the Psychology departments who have contributed case 

studies to this resource, for openly illustrating their particular approach to best practice in the interests 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Future-undergrad-psych-uk
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/node/4141
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Employability-guide
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of dissemination and supporting the Psychology academic community.  Case studies can also be accessed 

directly from within the text using blue hyperlinks. 

Employability broadly defined has a long-term role at the heart of university education and much of our 

learning and teaching practice and existing curricula already contributes to this aim.  We may usefully add 

employability modules to an existing curriculum, but we also have an opportunity to re-engineer our 

curriculum and practice to deeply embed it.  Whatever you do, we hope you find this resource 

stimulating and useful. 

 

 

2.  What is employability? 

 

2.1  Definitions and generic introduction  
 

Since the Browne report (2010), and in the context of rising student fees, employability has become a 

buzz word within higher education.  The term ôemployabilityõ is widely used in a variety of settings and its 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/hereview.independent.gov.uk/hereview/
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definition alone is the subject of a number of 

papers (e.g. McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005).  One 

suitable definition might be: 

... a set of achievements ð skills, understandings 

and personal attributes ð that make graduates 

more likely to gain employment and be successful 

in their chosen occupations, which benefits 

themselves, the workforce, the community and 

the economy (Yorke, 2006, p. 8).   

For Yorke (2006) ôemployabilityõ refers to the achievements of the graduate, and their potential to obtain 

a ôgraduate jobõ.  Actual employment in a ôgraduate jobõ is not irrelevant, but depends on outside factors, 

notably the demand for graduates; so a graduate may be highly employable and yet not employed, or vice 

versa.  Lowden et al. (2011) review difficulties in definition and distinguish between a narrow approach 

with a focus on skills and attributes, and a broader and more inclusive approach to employability, 

including skills and attributes, but based on values, intellectual rigour and engagement (Hinchliffe and Jolly, 

2011).  Harvey (2004) suggests that employability is an ongoing developmental process that does not stop 

once the graduate is employed.  It is much more than the acquisition of key skills or getting a job; it is 

about developing graduates as critical, empowered learners.  This holistic and inclusive approach to 

employability places the learner at the centre of the approach and engages them as partners in learning.  

So there are a number of aspects to employability: 

¶ a set of skills, understandings and attributes that are achieved over the course of a degree;      

¶ being prepared to engage in an ongoing process of professional and personal career development;  

¶ developing the ability to bring critical reasoning to bear, and applying these skills throughout and 

across the lifespan, not just within employment. 

Underpinning all of this is a ôcan-doõ approach, a positive attitude, a willingness to take part and to 

contribute, an openness to new ideas and experiences, and a drive to make these happen (Confederation 

of British Industry, CBI, 2011). This attitudinal component relates well to the entrepreneurship and 

enterprise often sought by employers and incorporates innovation, creativity, collaboration and risk-

taking. 

The ESECT (Enhancing Student Employability Co-ordination Team) project created a range of very useful 

resources, including a series of papers on learning and employability, and a variety of reports and guides.  In 

addition, the HEA guide, Pedagogy for employability (Pegg et al., 2012), provides an up-to-date, evidence-

based introduction to employability.  Further resources can be found by browsing the HEA webpages 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/employability/employability336
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/employability/employability336
http://78.158.56.101/archive/palatine/files/emp/1236.pdf
http://www.cbi.org.uk/media/1121431/cbi_nus_employability_report_march_2011.pdf
http://www.cbi.org.uk/media/1121431/cbi_nus_employability_report_march_2011.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/resource_database/SNAS/Enhancing_Student_Employability_Coordination_Team_ESECT
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/adm/employability_resources_and_publications
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/employability/pedagogy_for_employability_update_2012.pdf
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dedicated to employability.  All of the resources mentioned in this section provide a useful insight into 

employability from a generic, rather than Psychology-specific, perspective. 

 

2.2  Employability and skills  
 

Numerous studies report on the skills and qualities that are valued by employers. A study published in 

the United States by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) Employment Review (2003) listed 28 

competencies that employers typically use to recruit graduates as well as to assess and develop 

employees. These competencies include a variety of skills (e.g. analysis, planning, organisation, written and 

verbal communication, technology use) as well as capabilities (e.g. initiative, adaptability, flexibility, 

achievement orientation, stress tolerance).  More recently, the CBI (2011, p. 13) cited the following 

desirable skills for employers of graduates: 

¶ self-management ð readiness to accept responsibility, flexibility, time management; 

¶ readiness to improve own performance; 

¶ team-working ð respecting others, co-operating, negotiating/persuading, contributing to 

discussions; 

¶ business and customer awareness ð basic understanding of the key drivers for business success 

and the need to provide customer satisfaction; 

¶ problem solving ð analysing facts and circumstances and applying creative thinking to develop 

appropriate solutions; 

¶ communication and literacy ð application of literacy, ability to produce clear, structured written 

work and oral literacy, including listening and questioning; 

¶ application of numeracy ð manipulation of numbers, general mathematical awareness and its 

application in practical contexts;  

¶ application of information technology ð basic IT skills, including familiarity with word processing, 

spreadsheets, file management and use of internet search engines. 

It would be relatively straightforward to map these skills to elements of the undergraduate curriculum to 

demonstrate where employability is gained by students on a particular programme.  However, as we will 

see, being exposed to opportunities to develop skills does not necessarily create employability, and there 

is no single dominant model of employability; a comprehensive model remains elusive. The USEM model 

(Yorke and Knight, 2004, p. 5) has, however, been influential and can form the basis of an audit of a 

programme:  

¶ U  understanding, of disciplinary material and more broadly, how the world  

 works; 

¶ S  skilful practices in context, whether discipline-based or more generic; 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/employability
http://www.cbi.org.uk/media/1121431/cbi_nus_employability_report_march_2011.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/employability/id460_embedding_employability_into_the_curriculum_338.pdf
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¶ E  efficacy beliefs, including a range of personal attributes and qualities; 

¶ M  metacognition, including the capacity for reflection and self-regulation. 

Preparing our students, whether they are aiming for careers in professional psychology or elsewhere, 

means helping them to become aware of and able to offer evidence of their abilities and achievements, 

developing interests, preferences, skills and attributes. They need to know about the careers that are 

available to them and the unique contribution that Psychology education can bring to work and life.  They 

need to be able to compete in a market made more competitive by the increased numbers of students 

participating in higher education (from 50,000 university students in 1939, to 300,000 in 1980 to about 

2,500,000 now), and by economic challenges.   

This requirement to prepare students to compete in the graduate employment market is not without its 

tensions.  Collini (2012) points out that the rate of expansion means that there has not been a settled 

period within higher education (HE) in the United Kingdom (UK) for several generations and there has 

long been tension between meeting local educational needs such as training the next generation of 

professionals, and the desire to pursue the fullest understanding of a subject driven by the intellectual 

logic of the discipline.  There has been an explosion in funding for scientific research and higher education 

is now seen by many as a key factor in wealth creation (consensus theory; Kerr et al., 1973), and as a 

òdriver of national economic and social development through the formation of human capitaló (Coaldrake 

and Stedman, 1999, p. 3).  The idea that university education is an investment in future economic and 

cultural vitality is perhaps the founding idea of the modern university dating back to Humboldt (Elton, 

2009), but nevertheless academic purists may well be fearful of the threat they perceive from the 

employability agenda to the integrity of their discipline.   

This argument is not new.  For Newman (1852), the importance of undergraduate education lay not in 

providing technical skills for the workforce, or in accumulating knowledge for its own sake, but in 

educating the mind and cultivating understanding.  The aim of university education was to develop 

studentsõ critical faculties so that they could see things as they truly were, get to the point, discard 

irrelevance and detect sophistry.  He had little to say about exactly what should be studied and 

acknowledged that many subjects provided appropriate subject matter for educating the mind. The 

essence of university education is the ability to weigh evidence and to evaluate critically.  However, 

Newman is helpful rather than problematic for our concept of employability which very much 

incorporates the need for graduates to be critical, creative and engaged in continuous learning beyond 

graduation.  In this context, employability is an ally of scholarship, the values of liberal education and the 

university tradition.  It embraces self-knowledge and awareness, skills in research and analysis, the 

construction of adult professional identity, the development of more sophisticated epistemological 

http://www.ajdrake.com/etexts/texts/Newman/Works/disc_1852.pdf
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awareness, and aims at the development of 

reflective, critically aware and ethically 

informed global citizens.  

Employability then is not just about having 

knowledge and being able to slot into a 

niche. It is about bringing research and 

critical-thinking skills to bear on the 

abundance of knowledge increasingly at our 

disposal. We should be equipping our 

students for jobs that do not yet exist using 

technology that has not yet been invented.  Engagement in such employment requires a willingness to 

learn and develop and an ability to do so independently.  Many existing jobs require critical capacity 

rather more than purely factual knowledge, and we should perhaps remember that in a digital age where 

information is freely available, the ability to critique, evaluate and analyse is more important than the 

ability to remember a given knowledge set that may quickly become outdated and be superseded by new 

research.  Overall, Newmanõs concept of exercising and enriching the life of the mind can be seen both as 

an end in itself and as useful in developing intellectual capacity of economic and societal value.   

Other factors also draw attention to the broader importance of the educational output of universities.  

Globalisation, sustainability and the desire to propagate democratic values have led universities to take 

ethical positions and a more active role in promoting global citizenship. The value of a reflective, critically 

aware and ethically informed graduate goes beyond simple economic calculations. 

The utilitarianism that Newman defended university education against may be something of a spent force, 

but it lives on in the assumptions of some students. Students may enter university thinking that higher 

education is simply the learning of useful facts and undertaking the socially ordained steps to achieve the 

credentials necessary to enter their chosen career.  This reinforces the need to engage students with the 

employability agenda and to help them to recognise the value of independent, proactive and responsible 

learning within the structure of a university education. 

2.3  Measuring employability  

 

Defining employability more broadly than employment means that measuring it is difficult, whether at 

graduation, six months on, or substantially later.  Employability is not the only factor in achieving 

employment.  The state of the labour market has an impact and the status and reputation of an institution 

continues to influence employers so that they tend to employ graduates from institutions that they have 

confidence in. This often favours the longer established and more prestigious institutions (Brown and 

Hesketh, 2004). The playing field is also far from level in relation to ethnicity, gender and other factors. 
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The principal measure of graduate employment (as distinct from employability) is the annual Destination of 

leavers of higher education (DLHE) survey (Higher Education Statistics Agency, HESA, 2012), which provides 

an indication of the employment status of graduates six months after finishing their course.  However, it 

gives rather a skewed picture, as graduates of vocational programmes such as Medicine, Pharmacy or 

Dentistry are much more likely to be employed in graduate-level jobs immediately than graduates from 

non-vocational degrees who need to gain experience in order to access graduate-level training or 

employment.  Some graduates may have to build a portfolio of experience over several years before 

being in a position to report their status as ôin graduate-level employmentõ. Gibbs (2010, p. 2) points out 

that:  

There is a lack of evidence about the long-term consequences for graduate employment of either narrowly 

focused vocational education or education that emphasises efficiency in generic ôemployability skillsõ, rather 

than emphasising the higher order intellectual capabilities involved in adaptable expertise. This makes 

relying on HESAõs very short-term employment data a risky thing to do. 

Indeed, such graduates may never actually take employment related to the subject matter of their 

degrees, but rather may work voluntarily to gain experience in their chosen field, while being employed in 

a non-graduate role for financial reasons, and then ultimately may establish themselves as successfully self-

employed some years later, based on the experience they gain in this way.  The DLHE statistics six 

months after graduation in such cases cannot truly reflect the employability of these graduates, and will 

underestimate the value of degree-level education to their careers. 

3.  Psychology and employability 

3.1  Psychology-specific issues for employability  
 

On the surface, Psychology may appear to the outside observer, and indeed to aspiring students, to be a 

vocational degree.  The undergraduate qualification in itself does not, however, provide entry into the 

psychology professions.  Rather, the Graduate Basis for Chartership (GBC) conferred by studying for a 

degree accredited by the British Psychological Society (BPS, 2012) merely provides the graduate with 

recognition that they have studied an appropriate course to provide access to professional postgraduate 

training.  Anecdotally, it seems that a majority of Psychology students enter Psychology degrees with the 

intention of pursuing careers in professional psychology, but in reality, only approximately 15-20% of 

Psychology graduates do so (QAA, 2010).  Despite this, the undergraduate curriculum as accredited by 

the BPS is perhaps designed primarily with preparation for postgraduate training in mind, and traditionally 

there has not been a great deal of consideration of the effectiveness of this approach for the majority 

who do not pursue Psychology careers.  Trapp et al. (2011) have given a very clear signal to the academic 

http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1899&Itemid=239
http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1899&Itemid=239
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/evidence_informed_practice/Dimensions_of_Quality
http://www.bps.org.uk/careers-education-training/accredited-courses-training-programmes/accredited-courses-training-progra
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Pages/Subject-benchmark-statement-Psychology.aspx
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Future-undergrad-psych-uk
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Psychology community that this situation must be addressed, and that we have a moral responsibility to 

support our students in this regard.  As such, we need to:  

a. help those aiming for the psychology professions to understand what they need to do to compete 

successfully for them; 

b. ensure that the majority, some of whom may have begun their study of Psychology with 

unrealistic vocational expectations, are prepared for the range of options that they have. The 

existence of the psychology professions is in itself an argument for building employability into the 

curriculum. In non-vocational subjects it may be reasonable to assume that students know little 

about graduate employment, while vocational subjects are clearly leading students towards a 

particular career. Psychology falls between these two stools if students are misled by the salience 

of the psychology professions.  It is important therefore that we show Psychology students the 

breadth of opportunity they have as well as the specific routes into professional psychology; 

c. show how a grounding in Psychology has value and applicability in work and life.  

Psychology has a lot to offer in relation to employability.  Psychology lies at the academic heart of work 

and organisational behaviour including around recruitment, aptitude and selection. It informs human 

resource management, careers guidance, coaching and consultancy.  Our subject addresses the individual 

and is concerned with self-awareness, growth and development, social behaviour and cognition.  In 

addition, we are a strongly research-focused discipline, and employability emphasises being able to bring 

research and critical-thinking skills to bear.  All of this should mean that Psychology education is entirely 

compatible with the development of employability in its students and graduates. 

However, despite the optimism implied here, Psychology graduates do not perform especially well in the 

DLHE statistics.  This may to a large extent be the result of the non-vocational nature of undergraduate 

Psychology, and the intense competition for access to postgraduate training in Psychology (Trapp et al., 

2011).  This may lead students to start in non-graduate jobs, especially as grass-roots experience may be 

an important element in a CV.  In addition, a recent report on Psychology studentsõ responses to the 

2011 National Student Survey (HEA, 2012) suggests that Psychology students are less confident about 

skills related to employability than students from all subjects, students from all STEM subjects and 

students from three cognate comparator disciplines.    

According to a recent benchmarking review of Psychology (Wakeling, 2010), unemployment for 

Psychology graduates (7.4%) is slightly lower than the average for all subjects (7.9%), although much 

higher than in some subjects (e.g. Medicine at 0.3%). First destination jobs often involve clerical, retail and 

food service-related occupations, and social and welfare jobs, with employment in the public sector most 

common. Table 1 below indicates the professions pursued. 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Future-undergrad-psych-uk
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Future-undergrad-psych-uk
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/nss/NSS_Discipline_Report_2011_Psychology


12 
 

Table 1: Professions pursued by Psychology graduates (adapted from Prospects , 2009, p. 48) 

Percentage 

of 

Psychology 

graduates  

Profession pursued  

24.0 %  Other or unknown professions or continued studies 

13.9% Social and welfare professions 

13.7% Other clerical and secretarial occupations 

13.7% Retail, catering, waiting and bar staff 

8.1% Commercial, industrial and public sector managers 

6.7% Business and financial professions 

4.4% Other professional and technical occupations 

3.8% Education professions 

3.7% Marketing, sales and advertising professions 

2.7% Health professions 

2.1% Numerical clerks and cashiers 

1.4% Arts, design, culture and sports professions 

1.0% Information technology professions 

0.9% Scientific research, analysis and development; legal and engineering 

professions 

 

The above data provide a somewhat limited picture for graduates especially since some are likely to be 

undertaking work to develop experience to enable them to pursue careers as psychologists (Van Laar 

and Udell, 2008). As well, general criticisms of such surveys suggest that graduates often take a number of 

years to settle into careers (Purcell and Elias, 2004).  Of course, gaining graduate employment is only one 

aspect of employability and the perceived worth of a degree, and the Labour Force Survey data, as 

reported in Wakeling (2010), suggest that wages for Psychology graduates place them at 17th for men and 

21st for women out of 25 disciplines.  This is consistent with research by Bromnick and Horowitz (2013) 

who found that Psychology students are less motivated by salary, and more motivated by aspirations to 

pursue a ôhelpingõ career.  Of the fifth of Psychology graduates who go on to pursue careers as 

professional psychologists, about a third work in the public services (e.g. health service, education, civil 

http://www.prospects.ac.uk/assets/assets/documents/WDGD_2009.pdf
http://ww2.prospects.ac.uk/downloads/csdesk/members/reports/seven_years_on.pdf
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service), a third work in industry or commerce (e.g. market research, human resource management) and 

about a tenth work in education at various levels (QAA, 2010). 

However, research suggests that graduates who are better prepared have an easier time. For example, a 

study by Harvey and Blackwell (1999) found that graduates who had work experience were much more 

likely to be in a permanent full-time job than graduates without.  In addition, Purcell and Elias (2004) 

show that with both their 1992 and 1995 cohorts, around 50% of graduates entered non-graduate jobs 

on graduation, but the proportion remaining in non-graduate jobs fell rapidly and consistently and 79 

months later was down to 15%. 

In response to the perceived requirement to better understand the longer-term career development and 

destinations of Psychology graduates, the BPS is undertaking a longitudinal study into longer-term 

Psychology graduate destinations, following Psychology graduates from universities across the UK for up 

to five years post-graduation through an annual survey.  This will undoubtedly provide invaluable 

information to help academics to support their students in developing employability and increasing 

awareness of possible career options.  Results will be published at intervals on the BPS website. 

The psychology professions, while being salient to some, may also provide a ôred herringõ for others.  The 

emphasis on professional psychology as the only ôsuccessfulõ route for Psychology graduates may risk 

condemning able and committed graduates to several years of uncertainty in the pursuit of limited 

opportunities.  This may lead to wasted effort and a sense of failure, while rewarding opportunities in 

other careers pass by unacknowledged. This puts university staff in a difficult position.  We want students 

to feel empowered, confident, ambitious and aspirational, and so we put effort into helping them prepare 

for possible clinical or other professional careers. The downside is the risk of adding to the allure of 

professional Psychology and reinforcing that this is somehow the ôbestõ and highest status career to aim 

for, regardless of personal suitability, job satisfaction and reward.  Equipping our students with an 

understanding of the range of types of employment available to them, the skills required within different 

careers, and how best to articulate and demonstrate those skills to relevant employers through well-

developed jobseeking skills, is vital if we genuinely seek to support informed choice and employability. 

3.2  Psychology graduate skills and attributes  
 

The QAA has a subject benchmark statement for Psychology (QAA, 2010), which Trapp et al. (2011) note 

claims:  

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Pages/Subject-benchmark-statement-Psychology.aspx
http://ww2.prospects.ac.uk/downloads/csdesk/members/reports/seven_years_on.pdf
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Pages/Subject-benchmark-statement-Psychology.aspx
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Future-undergrad-psych-uk
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édue to the wide range of generic skills, and the rigour with which they are taught, training in Psychology is 

widely accepted as providing an excellent preparation for many careers.  In addition to subject skills and 

knowledge, graduates also develop skills in numeracy, teamwork, critical thinking, computing, independent learning 

and many others, all of which are highly valued by employers. (p. 2)  

It also points out that:  

Psychology is distinctive in the rich and diverse range of attributes it develops ð skills that are associated 

with the humanities (e.g. critical thinking and essay writing) and the sciences (hypothesis testing and 

numeracy). (p. 5) 

The QAA (2010) benchmark goes on to list the generic skills that Psychology graduates should be able to 

demonstrate, as follows: 

¶ communicate effectively; 

¶ comprehend and use data effectively; 

¶ be computer literate; 

¶ retrieve and organise information effectively; 

¶ handle primary source material critically; 

¶ engage in effective teamwork; 

¶ problem solve and reason scientifically; 

¶ make critical judgements and evaluations; 

¶ be sensitive to contextual and interpersonal factors; 

¶ use effectively personal learning and project 

management skills, becoming more independent and 

pragmatic as learners. 

As Trapp et al. (2011) point out, many of these are not exclusive to Psychology, but the full set has a 

remarkable reach and scope that incorporates skills traditionally associated with STEM subjects, alongside 

those that may be relatively rare in STEM subjects and may be more commonly associated with the social 

sciences and humanities.  Thus Trapp et al. (2011) have framed Psychology as a ôSTEM plusõ subject, 

potentially offering a broader skill set than other, traditional STEM subjects. 

A comparison of QAAõs benchmarking statement and the skills and competencies sought by employers 

suggests that in theory, Psychology graduates should be well placed to develop the competencies 

important to employers as well as to develop a unique blend of skills of use in a variety of workplaces.  

However, there are a few concerns. First, it cannot be assumed that all Psychology students develop a 

particular set of skills to the same degree because of individual differences between students.  Second, 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Pages/Subject-benchmark-statement-Psychology.aspx
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Future-undergrad-psych-uk
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Future-undergrad-psych-uk
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focusing upon the development of long lists of skills can sometimes overshadow larger career 

considerations such as career decision making and identifying work that will be meaningful to graduates 

and will fit with their long-term plans. Therefore care should be taken in helping students to recognise 

the skills they have developed as Psychology students while fostering self-understanding of their own 

strengths and contributions as unique individuals.  A number of case studies referred to later develop this 

point.  Some of these skills will be in common with other Psychology graduates (for example, project 

management experience gained through completion of an independent final-year research project), and 

others will be individual and based upon specialised experience (for example, experience of a particular 

qualitative methodology, or application of Psychology to a particular work experience setting) or 

personal strengths (for example, one person may be particularly adept at statistical analysis while another 

might excel at leading or influencing people). 

In addition to the skills typically obtained during the study of a degree in Psychology, the specific 

knowledge and understanding acquired by Psychology graduates is also of value to employers.  An 

understanding of research methodology may be useful, for example, in conducting market research or 

evaluating customer experience.  An understanding of cognitive psychology may facilitate the 

understanding of communication, perception and attentional processes; knowledge of learning and 

thinking may inform business strategies or training programmes in the workplace.  Social psychology can 

provide an understanding of group dynamics, which can be applied in organisational settings to inform 

team working policies.  Psychological understanding has the ability to inform change management, 

influence through leadership, behaviour change around environmental concerns, and many other 

employment-relevant issues.  Psychology students are also particularly well trained with regard to ethical 

issues, which may be of clear value to some employers. An understanding of the psychology of individual 

differences is important in working in diverse workplaces.  Human computer interaction represents yet 

another useful application for Psychology disciplinary knowledge. Bray (2010, p. 2) points out that: 

Psychological knowledge is essential to scientific and technological innovation.  Technology requires the use 

of human operators, and understanding human capacities and limits is essential for implementing 

technological advances. 

Psychology graduates appear therefore to be well placed to develop the skills outlined in the benchmark 

and above.  It would seem, therefore, that Psychology graduates should be highly desirable in the 

graduate labour market; what is needed, perhaps, is for students to develop their awareness of their own 

employability. 

 

 

http://www.apa.org/pubs/info/reports/stem-discipline.aspx
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3.3  Supporting the development of employability in Psychology students  
 

There are a range of adjustments, improvements, reforms and embellishments to a Psychology degree 

that can aid employability as the 31 case studies featured later illustrate.  Additional content such as study 

skills or employability are often free-standing, bolt-on marginalia, somewhat separate from the main 

Psychology curriculum. However, at the outset we should consider whether employability should be 

separate from the Psychology degree or whether it should be embedded.  We should consider the merits 

of an embedded approach bearing in mind Wingateõs (2006) arguments against bolt-on study skills and 

her contention that study at university cannot be separated from subject content. Fully embedding 

employability into the Psychology degree suggests a move from aiming at subject coverage to aiming at 

graduate qualities and attributes. Such a course would be more explicit in using the subject matter as a 

vehicle to develop graduateness, and employability, broadly defined, would infuse the whole degree.  

Does this sound like putting the cart before the horse?  Before dismissing the idea consider, firstly, that 

the model of employability suggested is inclusive and embracing of scholarship, academic excellence and 

higher-order intellectual capability. Secondly, making employability a central feature of a programme 

makes it fully explicit rather than tacit and implicit, and avoids letting students think that employability is 

separate, not part of the curriculum, unimportant or just a matter for the careers service.  This would 

mean putting employability, personal growth and development, and future careers centre stage as part of 

what studying Psychology is about. Starting work on employability in the first year, as soon as students 

join, may help to achieve this. Students are receptive and are learning about university study.  A variety of 

approaches can be taken to introducing the concept of employability to students early in their university 

careers, as will be illustrated in our first set of case studies.  Case study 1 from Debbie Pope shows how 

employability is incorporated into the curriculum using the 

Psychology student employability guide (Lantz 2011) at Edge Hill 

University.  In case study 2 Rachel Mulholland writes about 

using the same resource in a Level 1 module at Glasgow 

Caledonian University. 

 

 

3.3.1  Personal development planning  

Students themselves need opportunities to reflect on their 

developing skills and through reflection to identify and 

evidence them with both academic- and employment-based 

examples. Personal development planning (PDP) offers a 

framework that is well adapted for this purpose and dovetails 
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well with developing generic skills and employability. PDP reflects the concern that professional bodies 

such as the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) have for continuing professional development 

(CPD) throughout the professional career and lifespan.  Promoting metacognition and reflection on 

growth and development is also clearly relevant to Psychology as a discipline.  PDP is not a new idea and 

it needs to be made pertinent to students to be taken seriously by them.  Students may perceive that the 

best way to use their degree to help their employability is to focus on attaining the best grade possible, 

using the strategies that proved successful at A-level, and so may not invest sufficient effort in PDP 

activities.  Research conducted at Staffordshire University (Das Gupta, 2012) confirms this, in that 

students were found only to be motivated to engage in PDP when it was assessed.  Some additional 

information for students may be needed to explain that degree grades are broad categories and 

employers are interested in far more than the 2:1 grade that a student may share with thousands of 

others. Building employability into the curriculum via PDP is one way forward, and case study 3 by 

Suzanne White shows how employability is embedded across the curriculum at Bath Spa University. 

However it is done, employability is likely to include career development learning, and Bridgstock (2009) 

suggests that it needs to be included early, be mandatory and credit bearing.  PDP is strongly 

recommended by the QAA as a suitable vehicle to help students to òplan, integrate and take 

responsibility for their personal, career and academic development, identifying learning opportunities 

within their own academic programmes and extra-curricular activitiesó (QAA, 2009, p. 6).  PDP uses 

tools and activities such as personal profiles, skills audits, action plans, progress files and other academic 

and personal records, learning portfolios and reflective logs. These can all be used to capture activity, 

reflection on that activity and evidence of growth and development.  PDP can be embedded into the 

degree as part of a structured tutorial programme, a work or placement preparation module or perhaps 

a Psychology in practice module. Or it could be built into a separately awarded employability module 

running in parallel to the academic programme for all or most of the duration of the degree.  An 

alternative is to include small amounts of PDP within every core module on a degree programme, and 

then to use personal academic tutoring to support the student in synthesising a ôbig pictureõ view. Case 

study 4 by Alison Walker and Dan Heggs, on creating a Level 4 core module ôPsychology for learning and 

workõ at Cardiff Metropolitan University, and case study 5 by Sarah McGeown and Julia Goodall, on the 

University of Hullõs Psychology student employability programme, illustrate two ways in which this issue 

has been addressed. 

Some universities have attempted to navigate the PDP issue by rewarding students who engage with PDP 

with an additional award.  Such employability awards are proliferating and Pegg et al. (2012) suggest that 

there are over 50 in the UK. The danger of such bolt-on awards, however, is that they may carry a 

message that the degree is about one set of important things and that the employability award is about an 

unrelated set of unimportant things. This sets up students to trivialise their own careers. Students may 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Documents/PDPguide.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/employability/pedagogy_for_employability_update_2012.pdf
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well be assessment focused and ignore what is not on the mainstream curriculum and not contributing to 

their grades. They learn to be strategic and focus their attention on credit-bearing academic modules.  

Ironically of course they are really being the opposite of strategic in attending to grades rather than a 

more balanced set of factors influencing their future employment, wealth and welfare.   

Reflection may not be an easy or intuitive activity for students. They may need to be shown how to do it 

and have access to people and case histories as models to enable them move beyond a defensive self-

presentation.  Case study 6 by Jacqui Akhurst at York St John University shows how a card sort tool can 

be used to encourage student reflection.   

Reflection, and perhaps employability itself, can be thought of as a threshold concept (Meyer et al., 2010). 

Successfully negotiating a threshold concept allows the learner to access new ways of thinking and fresh 

modes of reasoning and explanation. Without access to these new understandings, perceptions and 

discourses, the learner will find it difficult to progress. As a consequence of comprehending a threshold 

concept the studentsõ view of themselves, their subject matter and the point of studying at university may 

be transformed.   

The new knowledge in threshold concepts can be troublesome if it is conceptually difficult, hard to 

define, difficult to disentangle from the everyday, complex, counterintuitive, alien or tacit.  It may require 

the adoption of an unfamiliar discourse, or may be troublesome because the learner is defended from it 

and does not wish to change their usual way of seeing.  There may be a ôliminalõ phase of transition, in 

which new understandings need to be integrated and prior conceptions relinquished.  Letting go of a 

familiar view may be uncomfortable.  Taking on the discourse of employability for someone who 

understands and has done well at A-level may be quite threatening.  It changes the rules by which success 

is judged and may mean leaving a familiar world of success to move into bigger waters where teachers 

and parents can help you less.  There are new ways to fail as well as to succeed, and it is therefore 

important that academic staff support students in taking their first steps towards developing their 

personal employability skills.  Peer support can also be useful in helping students to develop their 

reflective skills; for example, work by Mair (2012), with Psychology students at Southampton Solent 

University, demonstrates that studentsõ use of online discussion via a virtual learning environment can 

significantly improve studentsõ scores on measures of 

metacognitive awareness, as well as their ability to accurately 

predict their own performance.  

The thorny issue with PDP, then, is to encourage students to 

engage with it deeply rather than superficially, and it may be 

that this can only be achieved by assessing it.  Case study 7 

by Christine Rogers at the University of Manchester on 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Evaluation_of_a_psychology_card_sort
http://journals.heacademy.ac.uk/doi/abs/10.11120/stem.hea.2012.082
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electronic e-portfolio use and encouragement offers an interesting perspective on this informed by a 

healthcare education viewpoint. 

Different types of marking criteria may be appropriate for these types of assessments, and students need 

to be supported in developing their PDP skills.  There is a tendency for students to use PDP to simply 

report what they are good at, in the false belief that this is how to gain good marks, and the real value of 

PDP lies in developing truly reflective skills, using salient resources and feedback to help students to 

develop in areas of weakness as well as to identify strengths.  Trapp et al. (2011, p. 28) concur with this 

view, recommending that PDP goes beyond simple delivery of study skills, and instead is òmetacognitive, 

thinking about thinking, in order to maximise learning, following a cycle of setting goals and action plans, 

carrying them out, evaluating the outcomes, reflecting on the process, and then starting the cycle againó.  

Potentially, they suggest, undergraduate Psychology students could usefully be encouraged to reflect on 

the professional competencies applied to postgraduate training courses (BPS, 2012) as part of their PDP.  

This may be especially useful for students who ultimately plan to enter professional Psychology training, 

but consideration will also need to be given to whether the same competencies are appropriate for the 

majority of students who will follow careers outside of professional psychology. 

3.3.2  Curriculum content to enhance employability  

Below are some ideas about how the curriculum itself may change so that employability and Psychology 

education may develop more synergy. By no means all of Psychology can be taught in a three-year degree 

programme and perhaps some fresh thinking might be possible about what a Bachelors degree could 

consist of.  The recently announced changes to the BPS accreditation requirements (BPS, 2012) around 

curriculum may increase the ability of course teams to offer more flexible curricula, and to open up the 

possibility of including more employability-relevant psychological content within programmes. 

One idea would be to focus more on growth and development.  Teaching students about their own 

development resonates with PDP and the importance of being reflective and self-aware.  It is also likely to 

be of interest to students and can help to contextualise the major shifts in thinking and reasoning about 

knowledge that arguably take place while studying for a degree and that otherwise seem to be 

unconnected with academic Psychology.  It also makes a break with A-level content that may help 

students realise the importance of taking a different approach to study. Here are some ideas for content: 

¶ Lifespan and adult development including the work of Erikson (1978) and Levinson (Levinson et 

al., 1978; Levinson and Levinson, 1996), to help develop studentsõ understanding of the ways in 

which development and growth continue throughout life. 

¶ Late adolescent and early adulthood cognitive development and/or the development of 

epistemological reasoning.  The work of Perry (1970) and Baxter Magolda (1992, 2001) could 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Future-undergrad-psych-uk
http://www.bps.org.uk/careers-education-training/accredited-courses-training-programmes/useful-accreditation-documents/use
http://www.bps.org.uk/accreditationdownloads
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provide a theoretical framework for teaching students about how they develop their reasoning 

abilities and their understanding of their own ability to learn.  The dominant patterns within these 

theories relate to the emergence of voice for students, the evolving relationships with peers, and 

the changing approach to authority. Finding ways to challenge and support students in developing 

their voice, in learning from their peer relationships, and in developing appropriate relationships 

with staff based on mutual respect and autonomy are clearly relevant to the development of 

independent learning and critical and reflective thinking valued by employers.  Baxter Magolda 

(1992) suggests that students begin their university life thinking that knowledge is absolute and 

factually either right or wrong.  They believe that this knowledge is held by their lecturers, whose 

duty is to convey it to students in a straightforward and accessible way.  However, this tends to 

change as students move through higher education and they increasingly adopt more 

sophisticated, less absolute and more relative conceptions of knowledge (Pizzolato, 2003).  

Students begin to realise that knowledge can be uncertain and there are many different areas that 

need to be explored in order to get the best answer.  They also move on from thinking that 

lecturers have the right answers and are the only source of acquiring knowledge to thinking 

independently by analysing and evaluating different approaches and alternative outcomes.  An 

understanding of this process of development is relevant for both psychological and theoretical 

reasons, and in supporting students in understanding themselves.  It is also central to the 

development of employability in relation to students becoming critically aware, independent 

thinkers. 

¶ Metacognition, metacognitive development and the implications of cognitive psychology for study 

would facilitate students in better understanding of their own learning processes, and how to 

optimise these both during their studies and beyond into employment. 

¶ The social psychology of relationships may be already covered in a social psychology module, but 

transferring it to a module about the psychology of undergraduate development may give it more 

immediacy and relevance for students.  This topic has clear relevance to students in relation to 

employment, as it can be applied to understanding the patterns of relationships within a team or 

working environment. 

¶ Individual differences is another core area of undergraduate Psychology, but could fit into a 

psychology of undergraduate development module and include material helping the development 

of self-awareness and investigating individual interests and preferences.  Understanding individual 

differences can also facilitate improved understanding of diversity within the workplace.   

¶ Career psychology and related material from organisational psychology can help students to 

understand their own strengths and weaknesses and how these might apply to career choices, as 

well as introducing selection processes such as psychometric testing, which may support them 

through recruitment into employment. Savickas (2010) describes a model focusing on the 



21 
 

psychology of individual differences, termed the ômatchingõ model, because it strives to enable 

individuals to deepen their self-knowledge (of skills, attributes, interests and values) and consider 

these in relation to occupational information (e.g. the work of Holland, 1985).  Lantz (2011) 

makes use of this approach in the Psychology student employability guide.   

¶ Social and developmental psychology-related material can be used to address intercultural 

competence, a collection of skills that are increasingly highlighted in the literature as important for 

Psychology graduates today (see Trapp et al., 2011). Section 5.1 defines intercultural competence 

and suggests ways in which it might be addressed.  

This section is not intended to provide an exhaustive account of ways in which our teaching of 

Psychology might promote employability and reflection upon it, but it is intended to show that 

reconsiderations of the design and content of our Psychology curricula might be useful and possible.  

Encouraging students to become more understanding of their own development, and to be more 

metacognitively aware, through their exposure to psychological content, is an area that merits further 

exploration and research. Case study 8 by Helen Dudiak, Debbie Pope, Pamela Qualter and Kathryn 

Gardner on emotional intelligence in PDP is particularly interesting in this context, and we would 

encourage you to explore the concept for yourself to see if this approach might be appropriate for 

inclusion in your own programme.    

3.3.3  Counselling, communication and interpersonal skills  

It is rare to find counselling, communications and interpersonal skills being part of a UK Psychology 

undergraduate programme, but potentially they might be and they would certainly contribute to 

employability as this is an area that is widely associated with Psychology and may be expected of a 

Psychology graduate.  Indeed, interpersonal and communication skills are mentioned among the set of 

skills listed by QAA in relation to Psychology described above and could be of value to any employer 

requiring their graduate employee to engage in communication with clients or to work as part of a team. 

There is interest in several health professions both in giving students interprofessional learning 

experiences and in helping them to develop their clinical skills through helping them to communicate 

effectively with patients.  Traditionally, undergraduate education in the life and health sciences and 

professions allied to medicine has concentrated largely on theoretical and discipline-specific knowledge. 

Recently, professional bodies, practitioners and the HCPC have increasingly advocated the importance of 

professional skills. There is encouragement to develop skills within an interprofessional learning 

environment.  The benefits of teaching health professions counselling, communications and interpersonal 

skills in their undergraduate courses are considerable. Failures in communication between healthcare 

professionals and their patients can lead to poor patient experiences, dissatisfaction (Haynes et al., 1979; 

Ley, 1988) or result in misunderstanding that may affect adherence to treatment regimens (Bain, 1976).  

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Employability-guide
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Future-undergrad-psych-uk
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/subjects/psychology/Emotional_Intelligence_within_Personal_Development_Planning_Teaching_EI_in_Universities
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Inadequate communication skills are cited as one of the key factors contributing to unanticipated patient 

deaths and illness within the UK (National Patient Safety Agency, 2007).  Healthcare professions are 

common destinations for Psychology graduates (see Table 1), and so it is worthwhile considering 

incorporating counselling and communication skills into the undergraduate curriculum.  

Teaching counselling and interpersonal skills is usually done in small and intensively supervised groups, 

which require high levels of staff input and time allocation.  Traditional classroom and role modelling 

based simulation offers high fidelity and captivates attention, but requires significant and expensive 

resources and as a consequence is difficult to be shared and accessed across the learning community. 

Furthermore, achieving reliable and valid assessment of large cohorts of students in a mass higher 

education system in a timely and economic manner is 

problematic and challenging.   

Despite these difficulties a team at Erasmus University, 

Rotterdam, have developed a way to teach and assess 

counselling and communications skills with large cohorts as part 

of their Psychology programme (Kuntze et al., 2007).  This 

includes large classes with multiple staff and students working in 

triads, considerable independent work supported by extensive 

video material and a novel instrument for the assessment of 

counselling and communication skills involving structured 

response to video prompts that they have shown to be reliable 

and valid, the counselling communication skills progress test 

(Kuntze et al., 2009). The innovative assessment in particular 

makes this material more accessible with real potential for 

improving employability generally and in the psychology professions both directly and through the 

development of the reflective self-awareness that such skills-based work may support. An 

interprofessional counselling and communicating skills module might draw on the work of Egan (2010) or 

Corey (2013) and include; 

¶ attentive behaviour;  

¶ small encouragements (and non-verbal prompts); 

¶ asking questions; 

¶ paraphrasing; 

¶ reflection of feelings; 

¶ summarising; 

¶ making a conversation more specific; 
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¶ opening and closing of a clinical interview; 

¶ motivational interviewing; 

¶ appreciative enquiry. 

Communication is central to employability and, as can be seen in section 5.1, to intercultural 

competence. For the health professions, counselling and communication skills are very much part of being 

a professional and are therefore absolutely central to employability.  Without wishing to endorse urban 

myths that all psychologists are also therapists, it is probably widely expected of Psychology graduates 

that they have some familiarity with counselling and communication skills.  Including this sort of material 

is a very clear way of directly addressing employability and the material is of course very much part of 

our discipline.  

3.3.4  Enterprise and entrepreneurship  

In introducing employability earlier we noted that it is necessarily underpinned by a ôcan-doõ approach 

(section 2.1; CBI, 2011). This attitudinal component relates well to the entrepreneurship and enterprise 

often sought by employers and incorporates innovation, creativity, collaboration and risk-taking.  These 

qualities are highly valued and relate to organisations of all kinds, not just the for-profit sector or to 

those interested in starting their own businesses.  Indeed successful scholarship and research requires 

openness to new ideas, a willingness to take part, collaborate with others and get stuck into a project, be 

innovative and creative and take risks.  Such qualities may often be a feature of outstanding 

undergraduate work.  Belbinõs (2010) well-known work on team roles suggests that successful teams 

include people with a range of qualities, including those who generate new ideas, those who can bring out 

others and completer/finishers who ensure that the job is actually done.  It may be helpful to show 

students both that a ôcan-doõ approach is a great asset and that there is room for all to contribute. Work 

such as Belbinõs may be part of Business Studies programmes, but this and similar work could also be 

used in Psychology programmes to help students to understand and reflect on their own strengths and 

preferences, validate their potential to contribute to teams and projects and help them to understand 

some of the dimensions of leadership. 

How can we encourage such enterprise in our students and make it relevant to all areas of career 

aspiration, not just those aiming at self-employment or starting their own business?  Psychology 

departments approach enterprise and entrepreneurship in different ways. As described in case study 9 by 

Rachel Mulholland, as part of a required first-year module in Glasgow Caledonian Universityõs Psychology 

and Allied Health Sciences Department, students have to investigate and write up case studies of careers 

in psychology and non-psychology occupations.  
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The Department of Sport and Exercise Science at Aberystwyth University has a module that contains 

activities designed to help students apply academic knowledge to ôreal-lifeõ tasks. In Skills for the Sport 

and Exercise Scientist II, students seek funding for a novel social enterprise, business idea or community 

project, underpinned by an evidence base of research. In groups students pitch to a Dragonõs Den-style 

panel composed of University staff, invited external funders, and representatives of local government and 

businesses. This is preceded by a programme of workshops and invited speakers (e.g. successful alumni) 

to inspire students and help refine their ideas. Emily Oliver and Les Tumilty describe this in case study 10. 

 

 

3.3.5  Constructivist approaches to learning and teaching  

Constructivist approaches to learning and teaching are well aligned with PDP.  Active and experiential 

learning develop employability as they encourage exploration and provide feedback, and help to develop 

reflection, motivation and engagement.  Lecture-based teaching still has a role to play in developing 

contextual abstract and theoretical knowledge, but combining constructivist learning with contextual 

academic teaching may be particularly important in Psychology.  Contextual content offers a theoretical 

rationale for the experiential activity that in turn provides a practical application for what may otherwise 

remain rather dry. The use of psychometrics and the teaching of individual differences and aspects of 
















































































































